answer, is the effort which seems to consume most thesis students. The topic that only a short while ago was so vital and interesting (and sure to produce truckloads of visual propaganda for the big review), begins to evaporate almost as soon as the student reaches out to touch It. Architecture produced in a laboratory is alchemy; the results are mirages. The angst that fills the thesis studio is about the disorientation that these hallucinations produce rather than real architectural problem-solving.
The real question about the architectural thesis is not whether it is an interesting or valuable exercise, but instead, what does it measureart or practice? Being responsible for both sides of the equationthe asking and the answeringis a form of shadow-boxing Ilustrations on this and previous page from Wellington Reiter's original thesis that most artists take to be normal activity.
The world of the painter, sculptor, writer, or composer is about constantly needing to renew one's confidence in one's work and to be convinced (even by deception) that it matters, especially in the face of cultural indifference or hostility. External to their art, the tnumph of self-afFimiation is in part why we hold artists in such high regard and why their meeting pathetic and lonely ends is part of our folklore. Albeit at a less heroic scale, the thesis demands much of the same process of introspection but we never discuss it in these terms. In my opinion, those who enjoy this rtish and can power through the doubt are strong candidates for becoming something other than architects.
Unlike an actual client-based architectural project or even a competition entry, the thesis, like art, offers no resistance but also no encouragement. The project has only the momentum which the author brings to it. This is a circumstance for which few architecture students (or artists) are fuUy prepared. On the other hand, those who tlnd this myth-makmg invigorating will likely be torn by many other creative pursuits upon graduation which are not modeled upon the give-and-take of architectural practice. The process ot making buildings has its own rewards but is often slow paced, negotiated and heavily leftbrained. Architecture's resistance to being toyed with is what makes it so fiscinating and conservative at the same time.
Architects, as participants in a service industry, can never achieve the same degree of autonomy as other artists, but nor do they assume the same personal risks.
The studio system in schools of architecture, and the thesis in particular, suggest that artisti7 is within reach for most, and that there is an external demand for such virtuosity. Not wanting to abandon this optimal view, the academy continues to parachute students into the dense and gloomy forest of practice after graduation with a highly distorted map as their guide.
As I have written at length elsewhere, due to its inefficiencies, the myopic design studio system will be with us for only short while longer. However, this is not to say that the thesis has no value nor that it should disappear as part of this evolution. In fact, one could argue that more of architectural education should become thesis-like (i.e. directed by the student but toward a specific long-term objective in the fieldproactive specialization, if you will). Rather than being some anomalous situation that caps one's education, the skills, invention, and independence that the thesis demands should be a model for linking theory and eventual practice.
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